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Abstract 
The paper focuses on some issues of contention concerning the widely commented shift from a teacher-centered to a learner-
centered approach in ELT. It is based on the premise of building learner autonomy [Holec 1981] that is expected to result in 
enhancing learners’ motivation. However, practical observations show that the attempts to introduce the learner autonomy principle
in Bulgarian education is only partly successful. This raises the question: “Why is it so?” The author suggests that a possible
explanation may lie in the specifics of the Bulgarian national culture that does not comply with the methodological concept of 
learner autonomy. This leads to a more general question: “Are all cultures equally suited to allow the implementation of teaching 
and learning methods based on autonomy?”  The issue is critically discussed by analyzing the Bulgarian national culture along the
cultural dimensions in Hofstede’s Theory of organizations and cultures. [Hofstede 2010] where culture is considered to be a kind
of software of the mind that determines every individual’s social behavior. The author analyzes the concept of autonomy along the
lines of the Bulgarian cultural specifics that influence the relations between the teacher and the student as an archetypal social pair. 
In conclusion it is suggested that particular national cultures can either facilitate or seriously handicap the implementation of learner 
autonomy in the respective education system. 
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1. Introduction  
Learner autonomy is a concept introduced by Henry Holec (1981). It is a seminal contribution to the field of foreign 
language teaching and is still a focal issue in language teaching and part of the Council of Europe strategies in 
education. In the late 90s and at the beginning of the new millennium there were numerous publications dedicated to 
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the topic (Dam 1995; Little 1991; Sinclair 2000; Little et al 2002). A full account of the publications devoted to the 
problem of learner autonomy can be found in Benson (2001, 2006).  
My long-lasting observations of and expertise in FLT in Bulgaria show reluctance on both the part of the students 
and the teachers to implement the concept of learner autonomy in practice, although the idea is enthusiastically 
embraced by both groups. In the coming sections in addition to the psychological and educational factors that may 
prevent the practical implementation of learner autonomy, an analysis of the Bulgarian culture within the six 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is provided (Hofstede 2010). It is suggested that the major factors most probably 
preventing the utilization of the general idea of learner autonomy at a full range in the Bulgarian educational system 
lie within the cultural dimensions characterizing the Bulgarian culture.   
2. Learner autonomy 
2.1. Definition and implications  
Learner autonomy was initially defined as ‘the ability” on the part of the learner “to take charge of own’s learning” 
(Holec 1981). It implies that the learner has the freedom to plan and control his own learning by choosing what, when 
and how to learn in compliance with their own needs, interests and abilities.  
As already mentioned the concept of learner autonomy contributed immensely to the dramatical shift from a 
teacher-centered to a learner-centered approach in foreign language teaching. This shift prompted the move from the 
traditional teacher’s role of a supplier of knowledge to the one of a facilitator. The learner, who at the time of the 
grammar-translation and audio-lingual methods was treated as an empty vessel, is now expected to actively participate 
in the teaching /learning process in and out of the language classroom. This immediately implies that the 
teaching/learning process in FLT presupposes equal participation of both teachers and learners leading to shared 
responsibility.  
The strong relation between autonomy and motivation is based on the presumption that more autonomous a learner 
is, the more motivated they are (Dickinson 1995). Motivation is defined as ‘effort plus desire to achieve, plus 
favourable attitudes towards learning the language’ (Gardner 1983; 1991; 2004). Thus it is supposed that autonomy 
is a basic means to increase motivation. It may be concluded that in the ideal teaching/learning environment they 
present two sides of one coin where autonomy is the vehicle for increasing motivation and increased motivation in 
turn contributes to the further development of autonomy. One of the basic goals of the professional educators is to 
raise learners’ motivation in the teaching/learning process which will guarantee higher achievements. 
Learner autonomy, if done correctly, is expected to help students develop a positive perception of their selves by 
demonstrating knowledge about the culture, history, contributing to the mutual understanding of diverse groups. The 
positive perceptions are then expected to strengthen further students’ ability to make choices and thus enhance their 
autonomy and motivation. This third aspect of learner autonomy underlies the European educational policies as stated 
by the Council of Europe that aim at implementing multicultural and pluralistic approaches on all levels of education 
and last, but not least underlies the concept of life-long learning. 
2.2. Autonomy and culture 
As mentioned above the attitudes towards learner autonomy depend highly on the readiness of both teachers and 
students to accept and practice them.  
The factors that can facilitate or restrain the acceptance of learner autonomy as an educational principle can be 
divided into two types: such rested within the educational system, and other belonging to the assumptions, beliefs and 
values characterizing a particular culture.  
2.2.1. The educational system factors 
The objective factors which make the concept of learner autonomy rather controversial belong to two different 
fields: psychology and the formal requirements of the national educational system.  
First, learner autonomy requires that an individual should have the psychological capacity to explore their own 
learning abilities and evaluate their foreign language performance. However, observations of learners’ behaviour show 
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that the learning of a foreign language inevitably moves the student out of their comfort zone. Learners in general feel 
uncertainty and need help and encouragement, especially at beginner and elementary levels. The degree of uncertainty 
and autonomy are inversely proportional meaning that the higher the uncertainty, the lower the autonomy and vice 
versa.  
Second, the educational system and the national curriculum allow for little freedom for both the teachers and the 
learners in the primary and secondary school, especially when every educational stage is bound to an independent 
national assessment test. Most tests, both national and international, are designed so as to cover the two basic areas: 
grammar and vocabulary and the four skills, which itself leaves almost no room for personal choices and thus 
contradicts the idea of autonomy. It can be concluded that learners in areas normally determined by institutions do not 
have the full capacity to take charge of the decision making concerning their FL learning.  
Autonomy, as mentioned above, intrinsically implies freedom of choice. However, too many choices, which 
seemingly give more freedom, may in fact lead to paralysis due to low self-esteem and fear of failure (Schwartz 2004) 
and to the effect of blocking motivation, especially if a wrong choice causing dissatisfaction is made. This 
psychological phenomenon is known as the Paradox of Choice. What is more, some cultures are more sensitive to 
decision making than others, and the Paradox of choice is very likely to result in blocking motivation thus affecting 
the whole teaching/learning process.  
2.2.2. Socio-cultural factors  
The teacher and the student are an archetypal role pair in virtually any society in the same way as a mother and a 
child or a boss and an employee are. Their actual behaviour in the teaching/learning process depends exclusively on 
the established patterns of social interaction on the one hand, and on the concept of the nature of education that has 
been historically established and which has ended up in the establishment of relatively rigid cultural models, on the 
other. This fact is particularly important when it comes to foreign language teaching in general. Complexities can arise 
both when the teacher and the student come from different cultures (a native-speaker teacher working abroad) and 
when the teachers and the students belong to one culture but teach/learn a foreign language. Normally, such intricacies 
arise due to the different social positions of the teachers and students in different societies; to the differences in the 
culturally established patterns of teacher/student interaction in society; and to the differences in the conventional ways 
students are expected to learn in society. It can be concluded that the process of education is culturally biased and 
leads to establishing relatively rigid culture-dependent educational models.  
Fullinwider (2003) righteously points out that trivial acts such as the socially established and expected models of 
interaction between the teacher and the learner in the language classroom should necessarily address deeper values 
and ideas behind cultural customs.  
3. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and the specifics of Bulgarian culture  
In the 2010 version of Hofstede’s theory of cultures and organizations national cultures are classified according to 
six basic dimensions: power distance (PD), individualism (IND), masculinity (MASK), uncertainty avoidance (UA), 
long-term orientation (LTO) and indulgency (INDUL). In the following sections the six parameters characterizing the 
Bulgarian culture are presented and their implications discussed. 
3.1. Power distance 
The high power distance score of 70 places Bulgaria among the counties where the unequal distribution of power 
is taken for granted. There are two basic implications: the power of some social groups is undisputed and cannot be 
questioned and the power in the society is organized in a complicated hierarchy. The subordinates expect protection 
and guidance from their superiors. Privileges are attributed to superiors, the higher in the hierarchy one is, the more 
privileges and the less responsibilities to the subordinates they have. Such societies are typically paternalistic and 
autocratic. 
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3.2. Individualism 
With a score of 30 Bulgaria is a typical collectivist culture. The loyalty to the group (the immediate and the extended 
family as well as the social groups) is dominant and may lead to suppressing or denial of any other social rules and 
conventions in the individual’s behaviour as the violation of the group loyalty ends up with exclusion from the group 
and social despise. 
3.3. Masculinity 
With a score of 30 Bulgaria is placed among feminine cultures. Achievements are not as important as the 
satisfaction from the work one is doing. The subjective positive evaluation of the quality of life is already an 
achievement, as the solely criterion of one’s success is the level of contention of what one is doing. Egotism and self-
assertion is despised and evaluated as inappropriate behaviour. Conflict situations are solved by consensus and aim at 
preserving the harmony within the group.  
3.4. Uncertainty avoidance 
Uncertainty avoidance is related to how a society sees the future which is itself always uncertain. Bulgaria scores 
85 in this dimension, which shows extreme tendency to avoid risk, which in turn implies severe restrictions and even 
rejection of innovative ideas and unorthodox behavior and thinking through adherence to established conventional 
behavioral rules. The Bulgarian society is emotionally tied to and dependent on the existing rules and regulations that 
are sustainable over time. Decision making is based on a strict consensus and respect to power. Its implementation is 
bound by written rules and distinct controls. In such societies there is no tolerance for behavioral abnormalities, as it 
is believed that adherence to social norms is a prerequisite for the existence of harmony within the group guaranteed 
by the existing hierarchy. The dominant factor for innovation is the collective interest, suggesting conformism as a 
leading behavioral principle of the group members aiming at the common good. 
3.5. Long-term orientation 
Long-term orientation (also called Confucian dynamism or time horizon) is associated with how a society keeps in 
touch with its past while solving the problems of the present and the future. Cultures with long-term orientation are 
defined as normative, and those with short-term orientation are pragmatic.  
With the score of 69 along this dimension Bulgaria belongs to the pragmatic cultures where truth is a relative 
concept depending on the context and varying according to the specific situation. A guiding principle in defining good 
and evil is the preservation of the reputation and the stability of the individual or the group. Traditions are a valuable 
heritage, but can adapt to the changes, if the set aims require so. 
3.6. Indulgence 
As already noted the sixth dimension - indulgence is associated with the concept of "happiness." It reflects the 
extent to which certain cultures control their desires and impulses to experience pleasure, depending on how they were 
raised as children. Bulgaria indicates a very low value in this dimension - 16, which defines it as a strictly restrained 
culture. Testing and seeking enjoyment is not an essential part of life, enjoyment is so severely restricted by social 
norms that those who allow it, feel a sense of guilt and subconsciously believe that indulgence is something illegal. 
Generally, restrained cultures tend to cynicism and pessimism. 
4. Summary 
In summary, Bulgaria is a typical collective country, where the in-group relations are dominant and predetermine 
members’ behaviour. The outsiders are seen as foreigners and potential threats. The power distance is high and this 
results in strict hierarchy where leadership is taken for granted and although power may be questioned, the society 
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generally believes that attempts to change the existing status quo are unreasonable. These two dimensions combined 
with high uncertainty avoidance explain why keeping to the established patterns is seen as the safest behavior, and 
which underlies the intolerance to innovations. Bulgaria is also a feminine culture where quality of life is more 
important than standard of living, which prevents efforts to stand out of the average. It is also a short-term oriented 
society which places it among the pragmatically oriented cultures where immediate success is important and 
investments in the future seem to be unreliable. Bulgaria belongs to the restricted societies, where indulgence is 
evaluated as a wrong social behavior.  
5. Implications for the FLT classroom 
The strongly collectivist Bulgarian society places the teacher and the learner in two different groups, where the 
learners consider teachers as outsiders and vice versa. There is no chance to change the group belonging, which 
prevents or limits co-working. In-group relationships prevails over task. In essence collectivist mentality contradicts 
the expected mutual understanding and mutual responsibility presupposed by learner autonomy. 
Collectivism combined with the high power distance that is typical for the Bulgarian culture prevents the idea of 
equal participation and shared responsibilities between teachers and learners in the teaching/learning process. The 
students are expected to show respect and obedience and choose only among the options given by the leader which in 
the educational environment is the teacher. Naturally, this goes counter autonomy and maintains in essence the 
traditional teacher-centered type of education. 
The high power distance reflects the general belief that there is somebody up there to make decisions and tell the 
group members what to do. As a result learners expect to be given tasks and the teacher is expected to direct the 
learner’s actions. One consequence is that the failures on the part of the learners are evaluated as their own, while 
success is most often ascribed to the teacher. 
High uncertainty avoidance in general prevents the implementation of innovations on the part of both teachers and 
students. The general learners’ (and parents’) belief is that the teacher has all answers and if they do not, they may 
lose face. The high uncertainty avoidance combined with the collectivistic social consciousness and the high power 
distance creates a common attitude to otherness where everything that is felt different is dangerous. The combination 
of these three dimensions explains why both teachers and students prefer keeping to the traditional type of teaching 
and learning and in general blocks creativity and the implementation of innovations.  
The short-term orientation of the Bulgarian culture indicating that values are placed in the past and the society as 
a whole shows respect for traditions, including the traditions in the educational system adds up to the high uncertainty 
avoidance. This explains why the process of implementing learner autonomy on a large scale in Bulgaria is slow and 
scarce due to the fact that an abrupt break up with traditional education will reinforce the fears of the unknown at all 
levels of the social hierarchy. The short-term orientation (pragmatism) of the Bulgarian society relates to several other 
cultural aspects. For example, face saving is an important part of social behaviour and is regarded as a social obligation 
guided by imperatives for both the teachers and the learners. Short-term orientation presupposes that age is respected 
not only in the family life, but elsewhere. In this way as teachers are normally older than the learners, the social gap 
between the two groups is widened preventing cooperation where the responsibility for the learners’ failures and 
success is mainly attributed to the teachers.  
The feminine type of the Bulgarian culture requires that both men and women should be modest and caring. It 
promotes keeping low-profile in-group behaviour. Femininity as an attitude to the values of life requires modesty, 
status is unimportant, leisure is a measure of success and ‘popular’ students are an exception. Femininity combined 
with short-term orientation makes students attribute success and failure to sheer luck and for the majority of them 
Carpe Diem has become a leading principle. The combination of collectivism and feminism explains why outstanding 
students with autonomous thinking are perceived as strange, weird and not belonging to the group. This combination 
also explains why plagiarism is not thought of as a violation of the academic rules but rather as help for the members 
of the group to save face. The better students are supposed to provide such help to their classmates. 
Indulgency places Bulgaria among the strongly restrained cultures. Students are raised to control their actions 
according to the established social norms (plagiarism is not supposed to be a social norm) and to feel that indulging 
themselves is evaluated as an inappropriate behaviour. The combination of short-term orientation (pragmatism) and 
indulgence can explain the difficulties the teachers face in raising the students’ motivation based on autonomy. 
40   Ellie Boyadzhieva /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  232 ( 2016 )  35 – 40 
6. Conclusions  
The level of learner autonomy depends on various objective and subjective factors such as the educational system, 
age, personality etc. The major factor, however, is the cultural background of the teachers and the learners. In 
collectivist cultures with high power distance and high uncertainty avoidance scores the teacher plays a crucial role in 
the educational process which is unavoidable. This means that in some particular cultures, autonomy is a “wishful 
thinking” and it is the teacher’s responsibility to work towards building up learner autonomy so that the learners are 
enabled to make an informed choice at the different stages of the learning process. This key role of the teacher along 
with some other factors preserves the teacher-centered learning model at all stages of Bulgarian education. 
Nowadays all best principles and practices of the past are welcomed in the foreign language classroom forming an 
eclectic whole and where learner autonomy has its place.  I believe that good teachers in numerous corners of the 
world are able to work effectively with different learner groups including new techniques to provide learner autonomy.  
In order to be able to perform successfully the teachers and especially foreign language teachers should be first 
trained to become aware of their own culture and become ready to change their own traditional attitudes to the 
educational process; they should become intellectually and emotionally accustomed to the fact that in different 
societies people learn in different ways; they should teach the students to understand otherness and encourage their 
autonomy by letting them make their own decisions and take responsibility. Teachers should work on their self-
development as effective cultural communicators in order to be able to mediate between the exporting and the recipient 
cultures and in this way to motivate their students. Last but not least, they must be aware that knowing your own 
culture is equally important as knowing other cultures and respecting the other selves. 
This in turn will help enhance their learners’ motivation and guarantee better results. It should be understood that 
in a structured educational environment the principle of learner autonomy can be applied only under strict guidance 
and through the nurturing facilitation of the teacher.   
Finally, the cultural specifics of the different countries should necessarily be taken in consideration in order 
innovations to be implemented smoothly and to bring positive effects in diverse cultures. European educationalists 
should be aware of the fact that many educational initiatives that have emerged in a purely individualistic societies 
may not be easily accepted by other European cultures. Often the directive-like requirements of the European Centre 
of Modern Languages (ECML) in education such as learner autonomy and multiculturalism (Banks, 2010) face 
resistance as they contradict the beliefs and values underlying the rules of social behaviour in collectivist societies 
like Bulgaria.  
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